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Great Expectations: Millennial Lawyers and the Structures of 
Contemporary Legal Practice 
Author Name and Institution 
ABSTRACT: 
This paper presents the findings of the first empirical study of the experiences of young lawyers 
who have entered an increasingly uncertain profession following a highly competitive 
HGXFDWLRQDQG UHFUXLWPHQWSURFHVV7KHVHµ0LOOHQQLDO ODZ\HUV¶DUH IUDPHGE\DQDUUDWLYHRI
µGLIIHUHQFH¶ 7KLV µGLIIHUHQFH¶ LV FRPPRQO\ DUWLFXODWHG QHJDWLYHO\ DQG DV D FKDOOHQJH WR
organisational and professional norms. However, our findings suggest a more complex reality. 
In its synthesis of work on structure and agency, with the temporal focus required by 
generational sociology, this paper advances an original approach to the analysis of 
organisational and professional change within contemporary legal practice. Drawing on new 
empirical research, it demonstrates that although our sample shares many field-level 
expectations, there is also considerable stress, unhappiness and discomfort. This is generated 
by a complex interaction between their expectations of practice, and the structuring properties 
of the field. Thus, the capacity for organisational and professional change is more 
comprehensively understood within a temporal frame. 
This paper challenges academic and professional paradigms of generational change within the 
legal field. It concludes with recommendations for legal educators and the profession which 
IRUHJURXQGWKHFRPSOH[LW\RI0LOOHQQLDOODZ\HUV¶H[SHFWDWLRQVRISUDFWLFH 
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INTRODUCTION 
Legal services within England and Wales have experienced major transformations, including 
regulatory disruption, demographic diversity, marketisation and technological innovation; all 
of which challenge organisational and professional norms.1 Concurrently, entrants to the 
profession - µ0LOOHQQLDOODZ\HUV¶± are depicted as a challenge for law firms, in terms of their 
FDSDFLW\WRZRUNKDUGWRDKLJKVWDQGDUGDQGZLWKLQILUPV¶H[SHFWDWLRQV2 
 
The entry into the legal profession of a cohort holding different characteristics and values from 
that which precedes it raises two questions. First, whether there are, in fact, generationally 
distinct values within a professional group and, secondly, what capacity these actors possess to 
challenge accepted professional practices. 7KLVSDSHU¶VSULPDU\IRFXVLVRQWKHVHFRQGRIWKese 
questions, but it also highlights the values of the younger lawyers in our study and the 
relationship of these values to prevailing sector expectations and to those captured in earlier 
studies. Both questions are significant since academic research and the legal profession draw 
on the discourse of generational renewal. For instance, it is suggested problems within the 
profession (such as disadvantages experienced by women) will be addressed naturally over 
time, by the arrival of new generations demanding change.3 While the existence of 
generationally distinct values can only be tested by a cross-generational study, which is beyond 
the scope of this paper, the capacity of younger lawyers to challenge accepted professional 
practice can be examined through an in-depth investigation of how younger lawyers interact 
                                               
1 The Law Society The Future of Legal Services (London: Law Society, 2016); H Sommerlad, A Francis, J. 
Loughrey DQG69DXJKDQµ(QJODQG	:DOHV$/HJDO3URIHVVLRQLQWKH9DQJXDUGRI3URIHVVLRQDO
7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ"¶LQ5$EHODQG2+DPPHUVOHYZLWK+6RPPHUODGDQG86FKXOW]HGVLawyers in 21st 
Century Societies (Oxford: Hart, 2020) 
2 J Jacobowitz, K Lachter, and G 0RUHOORµ&XOWXUDO(YROXWLRQRU5HYROXWLRQ"7KH0LOOHQQLDO¶V 
*URZLQJ,PSDFWRQ3URIHVVLRQDOLVPDQGWKH3UDFWLFHRI/DZ¶ (2016) 23 The Professional Lawyer 20, p21 
3 /:HEOH\DQG/'XIIµ:RPHQ6ROLFLWRUVDVD%DURPHWHUIRU3UREOHPVZLWKLQWKH/HJDO3URIHVVLRQ7LPHWR
3XW9DOXHV%HIRUH3URILWV"¶Journal of Law & Society 374-402, p381 
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/news/blog/international-womens-day-two-legal-sector-views/ 
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with organisational and professional norms.4  This is crucial at a time when the profession and 
legal education (in light of the Solicitors Qualifying Examination (SQE)) face uncertainty and 
change.5 Our analysis is supported by literature from generational sociology, which suggests 
µSHRSOHIURPDELUWKFRKRUW«PD\Kave similar values, characteristics and beliefs that differ 
IURPRWKHUELUWKFRKRUWV¶6 We argue a generational lens provides a richer understanding as to 
how and when organisational and professional cultures change and the capacity of individual 
ODZ\HUVWRHIIHFWWKDWFKDQJH:KLOHWKHµ0LOOHQQLDO¶WHUPLVSUREOHPDWLFDQGZHDUHVFHSWLFDO
about many of the claims of generationaO VRFLRORJ\ µ0LOOHQQLDO ODZ\HU¶ LV GHSOR\HG DV
shorthand to discuss the lawyers in this paper. It should also be noted that this label is relied 
upon within the profession.7 
 
This paper contributes to our understanding of the realities of contemporary legal practice. It 
draws on the first empirical research to focus on the experiences of younger lawyers entering 
an uncertain profession from a challenging higher education (HE) environment, with high 
levels of personal debt.8 There is limited work closely examining the current organisational 
context of training and how younger lawyers navigate these challenges.9 The Junior Lawyers 
'LYLVLRQ¶V(JLD) annual surveys provide a snapshot of stress and anxiety,10 but only provide 
                                               
4 6HHIRUH[DPSOH/.UDNDXHUDQG&&KHQµ*HQGHUEDUULHUVLQWKHOHJDOSURIHVVLRQ,PSOLFDWLRQVIRUFDUHHU
GHYHORSPHQWRIIHPDOHODZVWXGHQWV¶Journal of Employment Counselling 65, which provides such an 
examination of the careers of female law students.  
5 The proposed changes remove the status of the Qualifying Law Degree, while implying some providers may 
increase vocational preparation within university education, https://sra.org.uk/sra/policy/sqe.page 
6 A Green, L Eigel--DPHV'+DUWPDQQDQG.0F/HDQµ0XOWLSOH*HQHUDWLRQVLQWKH:RUNSODFH([SORULQJWKH
5HVHDUFK,QIOXHQFHRI6WHUHRW\SHVDQG2UJDQL]DWLRQDO$SSOLFDWLRQV¶LQ-+HGJHDQG:%RUPDQHGVOxford 
Handbook of Work and Aging (Oxford: OUP, 2012) p484 
7 https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/news/millennial-lawyers-wont-be-wedded-to-firms-in-future/5059539.article 
8 See Webley and Duff (above n4); A Boon µ)URPSXEOLFVHUYLFHWRVHUYLFHLQGXVWU\WKHLPSDFWRI
socialisation and work on motivation and values of lawyHUV¶International Journal of the Legal Profession 
229DQG7:LOOLDPVDQG7*RULHO\µ5HFUXLWPHQWDQG5HWHQWLRQRI6ROLFLWRUVLQ6PDOO)LUPV¶Research Study 44 
(London: The Law Society, 2003) for more historical empirical research.  
9  For Australian work see R Field, J Duffy and C James (eds), Promoting Law Student and Lawyer Well-Being 
in Australia and Beyond (London: Routledge, 2016), particularly chapter seven.  
10 Junior Lawyers Division Resilience and Wellbeing Survey (London: The Law Society, 2019) 
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data at a broad level and add little WR RXU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI LQWHUDFWLRQV ZLWK ODZ ILUPV¶
management. Given the increasing attention paid to Millennials in management and legal 
press,11 this data is important in capturing how Millennial lawyers themselves articulate their 
values and beliefs, rather than relying on anecdotes of older lawyers. 
 
Established literature recognises the differential ability of actors to effect change in 
professional fields.12 This paper confirms the importance, in the context of research on 
professions and organisations, of taking account of how structure and agency are shaped by 
temporal context.13 After setting out the context in which new lawyers have studied and 
qualified and providing detail on our research methods WKHSDSHU DUJXHV \RXQJHU ODZ\HUV¶
complex expectations of practice lead to a contradictory navigation of the structures of the field 
with evidence of both resonance with primary practice values, alongside push-back and 
discomfort. Change within established field of legal practice thus appears likely to be affected 
QRWRQO\E\NH\DFWRUV¶ILHOGSRVLWLRQEXWDOVRWKHLUVRFLR-historical context.  
 
GENERATIONAL CHANGE AND THE STRUCTURES OF THE FIELD 
,QVWLWXWLRQDOILHOGVVXFKDVOHJDOVHUYLFHVDUHVWUXFWXUHGE\µRUJDQLVLQJSULQFLSOHVWKDW«GHILQH
what kind of actors are authorised to make claims, [and] shape and constrain the behavioural 
SRVVLELOLWLHVRIDFWRUV¶14 Fields, in this Bourdieusian sense, comprise the actors, institutions 
                                               
11 S Blakey What Millennial Lawyers Want: A Bridge From the Past to the Future of Law Practice (2018) 
https://www.law.com/corpcounsel/2018/10/25/what-millennial-lawyers-want-a-bridge-from-the-past-to-the-
future-of-law-practice/?slreturn=20180930093544 
12 M Archer Realist Social Theory: The Morphogenic Approach (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995) , p235 
13 For a discussion of the influence of national context on entry into the legal profession, see R Dinovitzer and 
M Dawe µ(DUO\OHJDOFDUHHUVLQFRPSDUDWLYHFRQWH[WHYLGHQFHIURP&DQDGDDQGWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV¶ 23 
International Journal of the Legal Profession 83 
14  0/RXQVEXU\µ,QVWLWXWLRQDO7UDQVIRUPDWLRQDQG6WDWXV0RELOLW\7KH3URIHVVLRQDOL]DWLRQRIWKe Field of 
)LQDQFH¶Academy of Management Journal 255, p255 
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and practices involved in a particular sphere of cultural production and all of the structures, 
hierarchies and constraints within it.15 Practices reflecting the ideology of previous generations 
are embedded within institutions µDFFHSWHG DV«LQKHUHQW¶16 DQG µWDNHQ IRU JUDQWHG¶17 
µ3URIHVVLRQDOLVP¶ UHSUHVHQWV VXFK DQ RUJDQLVLQJ SULQFiple:18 operating as a disciplining 
GLVFRXUVHFDSDEOHRIVKDSLQJDQHPSOR\HH¶VFRQGXFW19 LWFDQEHVHHQLQRUJDQLVDWLRQV¶URXWLQHV
such as the time-recording associated with billable hours.20 Thus the actions of organisations 
µSURGXFHDQGUHSURGXFHWKHZRUOGWKH\LQKDELW¶21 )RU0DLPDQHWDOWKHµZRUNSODFH>L@VWKH
FUXFLDOGHWHUPLQDQWRIODZ\HUEHKDYLRXU¶22 and it was common for Partners and some Human 
Resources (HR) Directors in our study WRUHIHUHQFHµREVHUYDWLRQDOSUDFWLFHV¶DVDZD\MXQLRU
lawyers learned what was expected of them. However, it should be recognised that both 
organisations and their wider fields are not static, but respond to macro and meso-level social 
change.23 
 
Archer highlights how agents may produce structures, which in turn influence the activities of 
actors within the field.24 The extent to which such agency may be possible is also linked to 
field position25 which affects the basis upon which willingness and ability to affect institutional 
                                               
15 P Bourdieu Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977) , p78, p83 
16 51HOVRQDQG'7UXEHNµ$UHQDVRI3URIHVVLRQDOLVP¶LQ51HOVRQ'7UXEHNDQG56RORmon (eds.) /DZ\HUV¶
Ideals/Lawyers Practices: Transformations in the American Legal Profession (Ithaca and London: Cornell 
University Press, 1992) 177, p212 
17 Bourdieu, above n22, p80 
18 R Suddaby, Y GendronDQG+/DPµ7KH2UJDQL]DWLRQDO&RQWH[WRI3URIHVVLRQDOLVPLQ$FFRXQWLQJ¶
34 Accounting, Organizations and Society 409, p410 
19 9)RXUQLHUµ7KHDSSHDOWRµSURIHVVLRQDOLVP¶DVDGLVFLSOLQDU\PHFKDQLVP¶Sociological Review, 
280, p290 
20 $%URZQDQG0/HZLVµ,GHQWLWLHV'LVFLSOLQHDQG5RXWLQHV¶ Organization Studies 871, p880 
21 $0XWFK5'HOEULGJHDQG09HQWUHVFDµ6LWXDWLQJ2UJDQL]DWLRQDO$FWLRQ7KH5HODWLRQDO6RFLRORJ\RI
2UJDQL]DWLRQV¶Organization 607, p608 
22 50DLPDQ&0F(ZHQDQG/0DWKHUµ7KHIXWXUHRIOHJDOSURIHVVLRQDOLVPLQSUDFWLFH¶Legal Ethics 
71, p74 
23 P Bourdieu and L Wacquant An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992) p133 
24 Archer above n19, pp247-93  
25 J BattiODQDµ$JHQF\DQG,QVWLWXWLRQV7KH(QDEOLQJ5ROHRI,QGLYLGXDOV¶6RFLDO3RVLWLRQ¶
Organization 653, p656 
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change may occur.26 Webley and Duff, for example, argue new cohorts of men may enter the 
legal profession and demand different ways of working to produce cultural change within law 
firms.27 This narrative is echoed by the professional association and law firms.28 
 
Generational sociology points to definite modes of behaviour, feeling and thought within a 
particular generation,29 with formative experiences shaping those values, thoughts and 
feelings.30 For example, Baby boomers are said to border on the workaholic,31 and stay with 
one company for years. ,QWKH8.ZHFDQSRLQWWRWKHµ6XPPHURI/RYH¶DQGV¶industrial 
unrest as formative collective experiences. A new generational cohort entering an institutional 
field is likely to hold new beliefs and values which may, in time, shape the structures of that 
field. 
 
Potentially just as significant are the prevailing socio-economic rationalities framing a 
particular generation. From the late 1970s onwards, the UK, like much of the Western world 
was transformed by neo-liberalism, with its focus on the privatisation of the public sector, a 
growing emphasis on business rather than civic culture, consumers rather than citizens and the 
role of globalisation in accelerating the rise of the corporate sectors.32 Within this, universities 
are presented as engines of economic growth for the knowledge economy.33 Millennials were 
born, educated and have reached the workplace during this period. 
                                               
26 Mutch, Delbridge and Ventresca above n28, p616. 
27 Webley and Duff above n4, p400-401 
28https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/support-services/practice-management/diversity-inclusion/diversity-and-
inclusion-case-studies-large-firms/ 
29 K Mannheim, 'The Problem of Generations' in K Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge (London: 
RKP, 1952) p291 
30 J 3LOFKHUµ0DQQKHLP
V6RFLRORJ\RI*HQHUDWLRQV$Q8QGHUYDOXHG/HJDF\¶The British Journal of 
Sociology 481, pp482-3 
31 %.XSSHUVFKPLGWµ0XOWLJHQHUDWLRQ(PSOR\HHV6WUDWHJLHVIRU(IIHFWLYH0DQDJHPHQWDQG/HDGHUVKLS¶
19 Health Care Manager 65, p68 
32 S Sassen Globalization and its Discontents (New York: New Press, 1999)  
33 Lord Leitch Prosperity for all in the Global Economy: World Class Skills: Final Report (2006) p7 
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Millennials were born between 1980 and 2000,34 and their perceived characteristics include 
high levels of narcissism/self-esteem35 and a need for attention.36 There is a burgeoning market 
for management guides on the organisational challenges posed by Millennials.37 Some present 
the issues neutrally; in terms of simply managing a large cohort mix.38 Others highlight 
challenges; for examSOH -HQNLQV VXJJHVWV µWKDW DW WLPHV WKH\ DSSHDU PRUH GHPDQGLQJ WKDQ
SUHYLRXVJHQHUDWLRQV¶39 and Howe and Strauss note Millennials are viewed in the workplace 
µDVSDPSHUHG ULVN DYHUVH DQGGHSHQGHQW¶40 or as lazy, under-PRWLYDWHG µFORFNSXQFKHUV¶41 
Others nRWHWKHRSSRUWXQLWLHVWKH\EULQJLQFOXGLQJµWHFKVDYYLQHVV¶DQGHQWUHSUHQHXULDOLVP42 
or the positive benefits that may come from different generations, attitudes and values in the 
workplace.43  
 
We argue generations are a neglected approach to understanding the relationship between 
agency and structure within contemporary legal practice. This approach enables us to explore 
KRZSURIHVVLRQDOVSRVLWLRQ WKHPVHOYHV DJDLQVW WKH µUHSHUWRLUHRISRVVLEOH¶ DFWLRQV44 and the 
extent to which they are constrained or empowered to challenge organisational cultures by their 
JHQHUDWLRQDOFRQWH[W$V)RVWHUQRWHVµLWLVDRQHZRUGOHQVWKURXJKZKLFKERWKFKRLFHDQG
                                               
34 E Kelan Rising Stars ± Developing Millennial Women as Leaders (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012) 
35 -7ZHQJHDQG:&DPSEHOOµ,QFUHDVHVLQSRVLWLYHVHOI-views among high school students; Birth cohort 
changes in anticipated performance, self-satisfaction, self-liking and self-FRQILGHQFH¶Psychological 
Science 1082, p1082 
36 50DQQLQJDQG&-HQNLQVµ0LOOHQQLDOVRU%RRPHUV± Who fakes it the most? An investigation of 
JHQHUDWLRQDOSHUVRQDOLW\WUDLWVDQGWHVWLQJEHKDYLRUV¶Paper presented at the Annual of the Society of Industrial 
and Organizational Psychology, New Orleans, cited in Green et al above n7, p488 
37 For example, www.thebalance.com/tips-for-managing-millennials-1918678; S Blakey above n13 
38 --HQNLQVµ6WUDWHJLHVIRU0DQDJLQJ7DOHQWLQD0XOWLJHQHUDWLRQDO:RUNIRUFH¶Employment 
Relations Today 19, p26  
39 Ibid, p20 
40 1+RZHDQG:6WUDXVVµ7KHQH[W<HDUV+RZFXVWRPHUDQGZRUNIRUFHDWWLWXGHVZLOOHYROYH¶
Harvard Business Review 41, p50. 
41 https://www.inc.com/jt-odonnell/5-office-mistakes-costing-millennials-the-promotion.html 
42 %2WH\µ0LOOHQQLDOV7HFKQRORJ\DQG3URIHVVLRQDO5HVSRQVLELOLW\7UDLQLQJD1HZ*HQHUDWLRQLQ
Technological Professionalism (2013) 37 Journal of the Legal Profession  199, p202 and p212 
43 Green et al above n7, p493-4 
44 %%HDJDQµ0LFUR,QHTXLWLHVDQG(YHU\GD\,QHTXDOLWLHVµ5DFH¶*HQGHU6H[XDOLW\DQG&ODVVLQ0HGLFDO
6FKRRO¶Canadian Journal of Sociology, 583, p600 
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GHWHUPLQLVPDUHUHQGHUHGYLVLEOHLQWKHOLYHVRIRWKHUV¶45 Most fundamentally, a generational 
approach compels us to examine the socio-historical context in which values, attitudes and 
professional identity are formed.46 7KXV JHQHUDWLRQV EHFRPH D µZD\ RI DFNQRZOHGJLQJ
contexts and concerns - ERWK IRU WKH QDUUDWRU DQG IRU RWKHUV¶47 This socio-historic focus is 
particularly necessary when so many of the core supports of professionalism are historically 
specific,48 and threatened by contemporary conditions.49 
 
There are, of course, criticisms of generational sociology, many of which we endorse. There 
is, for example, little consensus as to how a generation emerges, whether that be in terms of 
the strength of the historical events shaping WKHJHQHUDWLRQ¶VZRUOGYLHZ WKHFKURQRORJLFDO
ages during which a generation is most likely to be influenced and the rationale for the 
particular years defining a generation.50 Costanza et al undertook a meta-analysis of research 
on generational differences and work attitudes, focussing on job satisfaction, organisational 
commitment and turnover.51 They found little support for tKHµQRWLRQWKDWWKHUHDUHV\VWHPLF
substantive differences between generations in work-UHODWHG RXWFRPHV¶52 However, the 
attention to socio-historic context demanded by generational sociology nonetheless provides a 
framework through which to understand the capacity for younger lawyers to effect change. 
Whether and how precise boundaries between generations can be drawn is less relevant than 
                                               
45 .)RVWHUµ*HQHUDWLRQDQGGLVFRXUVHLQZRUNLQJOLIHVWRULHV¶The British Journal of Sociology 195, 
p212 
46 '&RVWDQ]D-%DGJHU5)UDVHU-6HYHUWDQG3*DGHµ*HQHUDWLRQDO'LIIHUHQFHVLQ:RUN-Related Attitudes: A 
Meta-DQDO\VLV¶Journal of Business and Psychology 375, p379 
47 Foster, above n56, p209 
48 M Larson The Rise of Professionalism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), p.xiv. 
49 ./HLFKWµ0DUNHWIXQGDPHQWDOLVPFXOWXUDOIUDJPHQWDWLRQSRVW-modern skepticism, and the future of 
SURIHVVLRQDOZRUN¶J. of Professions and Organizations 103, p104 
50 Green et al above n7, p490; Costanza et al above n57, p380  
51Ibid, p376 
52 Ibid, p382 
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understanding the context in which the younger lawyers have studied and worked ± particularly 
when significant uncertainty and change characterise these environments. 
 
THE MILLENNIAL CONTEXT: MARKETISATION, UNCERTAINTY AND LIMINAL 
LEGAL EMPLOYMENT 
This section foregrounds the context within which the data that follows must be understood. 
Neo-liberalism has framed MillenniaO ODZ\HUV¶ HGXFDWLRQDO MRXUQH\ and their entry into the 
legal graduate marketplace. A key element of neo-liberalism is the extension of market 
imperatives into public sectors.53 Marketisation brings with it a focus on competition and 
measurement, both at an individual level and for organisations and institutions. The legal sector 
is experiencing further disruption ± a key feature of which is increasing uncertainty and 
flexibilisation of legal roles, particularly at entry level. This is the socio-historical context 
within which younger lawyers have lived, studied, and now work.54  
 
Millennial lawyers have faced regular assessment, comparisons with peers and competition 
throughout their education.55 Successive HE reforms advanced a marketised agenda, with 
league tables measuring institutional performance, and students aware of the impact of 
DWWHQGDQFH DW µJROG¶ LQVWLWXWLRQV on their employability.56 Social media enables students to 
assess their standing against peers, and progress through undergraduate study can be an 
                                               
53 '%HQERZµ-XULGLILFDWLRQQHZFRQVWLWXWLRQDOLVPDQGPDUNHWUHIRUPVWRWKH(QJOLVK1+6¶Capital 
and Class 293, p297. 
54 Ipsos MORI (2017) Millennial Myth and Realities https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2017-05/ipsos-
mori-Millennial-myths-realities-full-report.pdf, p8 
55 See https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/sep/14/sats-for-seven-year-olds-in-england-to-be-scrapped 
DQG/$UFKHUµ'LYHUVLW\HTXDOLW\DQGKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQDFritical reflection on the ab/uses of equity discourse 
ZLWKLQZLGHQLQJSDUWLFLSDWLRQ¶Teaching in Higher Education 635, p641 
56 Gold (and other quality marks) now institutionalised by TEF process - 
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/teaching/tef-outcomes/#/ 
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uncomfortable process of stress and anxiety.57 From an early stage, the focus has been on the 
self, with tools and data increasingly available to measure performance against peers and 
institutions. 
 
These processes are exacerbated within the legal sector.58 The number of law students (not all 
of whom, of course, aspire to enter the profession) has grown exponentially, to just over 50,000 
undergraduate students.59 The scale of competition to secure training contracts is reinforced by 
training and recruitment material ostensibly designed to support students,60 with many 
unsuccessful applicants pursuing paralegal or non-legal opportunities upon graduation.61 This 
competition is reinforced by shifts in the legal labour market. There is increased flexibilisation 
through the use of short-term contracts,62 but also growing use of paralegals,63 to resource 
fluctuations in short-term business needs and reconfigurations in legal work.64 These roles, 
however, remain ill-defined, hard to quantify and, for those in them, represent ambiguity and 
uncertainty in terms of longer-term progress within the organisation. The precise boundaries 
between lawyer and paralegal are blurred through the use of legal apprenticeships, which 
incorporate further flexibility between work and study. In this sense then, paralegal roles are 
                                               
57 $'HQRYDQDQG$0DF$VNLOOµ6WUHVVDQG6XEMHFWLYH:HOO-Being Among First Year UK Undergraduate 
6WXGHQWV¶ A Journal of Happiness Studies, 505, pp506-507; L Bleasdale and S Humphreys 
Undergraduate Resilience Project Report (Leeds: LITE Fellowship Report, 2018) p49  
58 6HH.6KHOGRQDQG/.ULHJHUµ'RHV/HJDO(GXFDWLRQ+DYH8QGHUPLQLQJ(IIHFWVRQ/DZ6WXGHQWV"
(YDOXDWLQJ&KDQJHVLQ0RWLYDWLRQ9DOXHVDQG:HOOEHLQJ¶Behavioural Sciences and the Law 261; 
and W /DUFRPEHDQG.)HWKHUVµ6FKRROLQJWKH%OXHV$Q,QYHVWLJDWLRQRI)DFWRUV$VVRFLDWHGZLWK
3V\FKRORJLFDO'LVWUHVV$PRQJ/DZ6WXGHQWV¶UNSWLJ 390 for an examination of law student 
wellbeing within the American and Australian contexts.  
59 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/what-study 
60 https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/law-firms/getting-a-training-contract/what-are-legal-recruiters-looking-
for 
61 See Bleasdale and Humphreys (above n69, pp31-32 and pp35-37) on the impact such comparisons between 
students and graduates can have on well-being. 
62 R  :LOVRQµ)XWXUH:RUNIRUFH'HPDQGLQWKH/HJDO6HUYLFHV6HFWRU¶Discussion Paper, LETR, 
pp8-9 
63 Ibid, pp10-11 
64 For example of such fluctuations see - https://www.burges-salmon.com/careers/legal-careers/flexible-lawyer-
opportunities/ and https://www.cityam.com/zero-hours-contracts-godsend-high-flying-professionals/ 
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µEHWZL[W DQGEHWZHHQ¶65 neither student nor trainee, neither successful young graduate nor 
frustrated job-seeker. Trainees have always occupied similarly liminal roles, transitioning to 
qualified solicitor66 while uncertain as to whether their future employment will be confirmed. 
However, the liminal ambiguity of millennial trainees, apprentices and paralegals is 
compounded by the uncertain socio-historical context. First, the individualisation experienced 
by the liminal employee67 is heightened in the contemporary landscape, and secondly their 
personal uncertainties are reinforced by wider sector disruption. 
 
eld-level disruptions include the Legal Services Board¶V and the Solicitors Regulation 
$XWKRULW\¶V (SRA) embrace of a de-regulatory agenda of market liberalisation.68 Other 
elements of uncertainty include the arrival of new legal services providers,69 the growth of new 
technologies70 and bureaucratisation of the organisation of legal work.71 Competitive pressures 
have resulted in firm closures, mergers and job losses.72 Other recent patterns include, on the 
one hand, improved diversity and equality, but, on the other, an intensification of the pre-
existing segmentation of the labour market.73 The environment is not a stable one, even for 
more permanent employees ± but the context is likely to be particularly uncomfortable for more 
liminal employees. 
                                               
65 )RUGLVFXVVLRQRIWKHµOLPLQDO¶HPSOR\HHLQRUJDQLVDWLRQVVHHIXUWKHU&*DUVWHQµ%HWZL[WDQG%HWZHHQ
Temporary Employees as Liminal Subjects in FlexiEOH2UJDQL]DWLRQV¶Organization Studies 601 and 
1%HHFKµ/LPLQDOLW\DQGWKHSUDFWLFHVRILGHQWLW\UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ¶Human Relations 285 
66 A Boon above n10, p242 
67 Garsten above n77, p.611 
68 Legal Services Board A vision for legislative reform of the regulatory framework for legal services in 
England and Wales (2016 September), p3 
69 Law Society above n1, pp48-53 
70 R Susskind and D Susskind The Future of the Professions: How Technology Will Transform the Work of 
Human Experts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015)  
71 D Muzio DQG6$FNUR\Gµ2QWKH&RQVHTXHQFHVRI'HIHQVLYH3URIHVVLRQDOLVP5HFHQW&KDQJHVLQWKH/HJDO
/DERXU3URFHVV¶J. of Law and Society 615, p620 
72 https://www.thelawyer.com/ince-gordon-dadds-consultation/ 
73 S Aulakh, A Charlwood, D Muzio, J Tomlinson and D Valizade, Mapping advantages and disadvantages: 
Diversity in the legal profession in England and Wales (2017) 
https://www.sra.org.uk//globalassets/documents/sra/research/diversity-legal-profession.pdf?version=4a1ac7  
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Alongside this, young people face crises of housing, employment and associated mental health 
concerns, having graduated from an outcomes-focused competitive education system with 
significant debt.74 And yet, concerns about inter-generational fairness are undercut within the 
SRSXODUSUHVVE\DQDUUDWLYHGHSLFWLQJWKHµ0LOOHQQLDO¶JHQHUDWLRQDVLOO-equipped to cope with 
the uncertainties of modern society75 and, in particular, with contemporary legal practice. As 
is made clear in the data below, this narrative was echoed (with accompanying anecdotes) by 
some Partners and HR Directors interviewed for this project.  
 
While the educational and professional context for Millennial lawyers is clear, little is known 
about how this cohort experience these challenges, how their values relate to field-level and 
organisational expectations and whether they are capable of affecting the structures of 
contemporary practice. Tomlinson et al present insightful analysis of the way in which class, 
gender and ethnicity frame the professional narratives of lawyers76 and Sommerlad provides a 
compelling account of how traditional patterns of privilege have adjusted to the corporatisation 
of legal practice to the continued detriment of women,77 but neither address the generational 
dimensions on which this paper focuses. Analysis of the original empirical data exploring the 
experiences of Millennial lawyers addresses this gap in our understanding of contemporary 
legal professionalism and adds complexity to the analysis of organisational and professional 
change.   
                                               
74 https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7946#fullreport; Institute for Fiscal 
Studies (2012) Payback time? Student debt and loan repayments: what will the 2012 reforms mean for 
graduates? https://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r93.pdf  
75 Ipsos MORI above n66 
76 J Tomlinson, D Muzio, H Sommerlad, L Weble\DQG/'XIIµ6WUXFWXUHDJHQF\DQGWKHFDUHHUVWUDWHJLHVRI
ZRPHQDQG%0(LQGLYLGXDOVLQWKHOHJDOSURIHVVLRQ¶Human Relations 245 
77 +6RPPHUODGµ³$SLWWRSXWZRPHQLQ´SURIHVVLRQDOLVPZRUNLQWHQVLILFDWLRQVH[XDOLVDWLRQDQGZRUN±life 
balancHLQWKHOHJDOSURIHVVLRQLQ(QJODQGDQG:DOHV¶ 23 International Journal of the Legal Profession 
+6RPPHUODGµ7KHFRPPHUFLDOLVDWLRQRIODZDQGWKHHQWHUSULVLQJ legal SUDFWLWLRQHUFRQWLQXLW\DQGFKDQJH¶
(2011) 18 International Journal of the Legal Profession 73 
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METHODOLOGY 
The paper draws on research undertaken in 2017 in a large legal and financial services centre 
outside London, encompassing a variety of legal providers. While regional differences exist, 
the sector nonetheless provides a timely snapshot of the changing dynamics of the legal 
services landscape in England and Wales.78  
 
The study explored the inter-relationship between the new generation of lawyers, 
organisational change and professional practice. In 2017, a questionnaire was designed and 
piloted with the local Law Society. The survey did not address all possible bio-demographics. 
Ethnicity, class and disability, in particular, would be valuable in future studies to more fully 
capture WKH LQWHUVHFWLRQDO FRPSOH[LW\ RI ODZ\HUV¶ FRQFHUQV Socio-economic factors were, 
KRZHYHUUHIHUHQFHGDVSDUWRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVIssues explored included training, 
support, motivation for entry to the profession, drivers to move employer and workplace 
challenges. The survey ZDVDGPLQLVWHUHGHOHFWURQLFDOO\WRWKHµ0LOOHQQLDOODZ\HUV¶ZLWKLQWKH
FLW\¶VPHPEHUVKLSGHILQHGDVµDJHG-36 and working in a fee-earning capacity within an 
RUJDQLVDWLRQLQYROYHGLQWKHSURYLVLRQRIOHJDOVHUYLFHV¶7KHIROORZLQJSURYLGHVDVQDSVKRWRI
the 210 respondents: 
 
Table 1: INSERT TABLE ABOUT HERE 
 
Women were slightly over-represented compared with early career numbers nationally - 70 
per cent, compared to 60 per cent new entrants.79 For the majority of question responses, 
                                               
78 Law Society above n1 
79 Aulakh et al above n89, p6. 
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there were not statistically significant differences, for example between gender and other 
demographic variables. Thus, 67 per cent of the sample reported workplace cultures as being 
important to them without statistically significant differences between variables.  
 
To develop a richer understanding of how younger lawyers negotiate the challenges within the 
legal sector and of management responses, we conducted focus groups with thirty seven 
participants. These discussions were audio-recorded and professionally transcribed.80 
Participants were recruited from survey respondents and a follow-up call among HR Directors 
and Partners. We held four focus groups with key stakeholders: Millennials at smaller firms or 
working in-KRXVHDWWKH/RFDO$XWKRULW\µ0LOOHQQLDO*URXSOne (MG1)¶, containing eleven 
participants; seven female 0LOOHQQLDOV DW ODUJHU ILUPV µ0LOOHQQLDO *URXS 7ZR (MG2)¶, 
containing ten participants; six female); HR Directors (containing eight participants; six 
female); and Partners from a range of Law firms (containing eight participants; six female). It 
is worth noting that, such is the elasticity of generational boundaries,81 in some cases the older 
Millennials were not so much younger than the more junior partners. The different focus groups 
thus represent perspectives within the professional and organisational structure, rather than 
mapping directly onto particular µJHQHUDWLRQV¶ 2XU GLVFXVVLRQ RI WKH 0LOOHQQLDO ODZ\HUV¶
values is primarily compared to field-level expectations captured in other studies. The HR and 
Partner focus groups provide context and illustration rather than direct comparison on 
particular issues. Given the focus on the capacity to effect change, this paper primarily draws 
on qualitative data which draws out the underlying views and perceptions the younger lawyers 
held DQGWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHILHOG¶VH[SHFWDWLRQV7KHTXDQWLWDWLYHGDWDis used by way of 
                                               
80 We decided not to video-record the participants in order to encourage uninhibited conversation.  
81 Green et al above n7, p409 
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support and examples, rather than to demonstrate statistically significant causal relationships, 
for example between practice area and workplace culture. 
 
7KHJHQHUDWLRQDOWKHPHZDVLQWURGXFHGLQWKHµFDOOIRUSDUWLFLSDWLRQ¶:HDFNQRZOHGJHWKHUH
may have been selectivity in terms of those who saw these issues as critical to core activities. 
Nonetheless, our analysis of the data develops from our understanding of the field82 and there 
was strong consistency between our data, and other sources.83 Nevertheless, where there are 
challenges to the core narrative, we have highlighted them.84 The qualitative data from the 
focus groups was subject to thematic analysis,85 before coding and identification of key 
illustrative quotations.  
 
7KH QH[W WZR VHFWLRQV PDNH FOHDU WKHUH ZHUH QRW VLJQLILFDQW GLIIHUHQFHV LQ ODZ\HUV¶
relationships to core narratives of professionalism. Crucially, however, among the Millennials, 
our data suggests a complex mix of relatively straightforward articulation of many of the key 
expectations of practice, alongside discomfort and unease about others.  
 
GOING WITH THE GRAIN OF EXPECTATIONS  
7KHUHZHUHVHYHUDOZD\VWKH\RXQJHUODZ\HUVZRUNHGVPRRWKO\ZLWKWKHJUDLQRIWKHILHOG¶V
H[SHFWDWLRQV:HVKRXOGUHFRJQLVHRIFRXUVHWKDWWKHµILHOG¶RIOHJDOSUDFWLFHLVFKDUDFWHULVHG
by its fragmentation,86 which in turn may generate sub-fields of distinctive arenas.87 However, 
                                               
82 D Layder New Strategies in Social Research (Cambridge: Polity, 1993) p19 
83 For example, JLD above n12; Boon above n10; Williams and Goriely, above n10 
84 D Silverman, Interpreting Qualitative Data (London: SAGE, 5th ed, 2015) pp165-202; pp205-226 
85 9%UDXQDQG9&ODUNHµ8VLQJ7KHPDWLF$QDO\VLVLQ3V\FKRORJ\¶Qualitative Research in 
Psychology 77 
86 Law Society above n1. 
87 Nelson and Trubek above n23, p180  
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in the following areas at least, there was little willingness88 to advocate for significant 
disruption to organisational and professional norms. There are three key dimensions to this. In 
each of the sections beORZZHGHVFULEHWKHILHOG¶VH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGWKHFORVHDOLJQPHQWRIRXU
sample with these expectations. 
 
Defining Features of Legal Practice: Client Service and Stress 
The importance of the client in contemporary legal professionalism,89 particularly under 
µFRPPHUFLDOLVHGSURIHVVLRQDOLVP¶LVZHOOXQGHUVWRRG90 The long-hours culture is intensified,91 
DVODZ\HUVPHHWFOLHQWV¶GHPDQGV92 and demonstrate their commitment to the firm in so doing, 
which in turn generates challenges for lawyer wellbeing.93 Within our sample, these field 
expectations appeared to be readily accepted by the Millennials and regarded as unlikely to 
change.94 
Cultural change in the sector is the only way this [better work/life balance] would 
happen. Not going to happen. (Corporate, Male, 31-36, 2-5 Post-Qualified Experience 
(PQE), Survey) 
 
                                               
88 Battilana notes the importance of willingness to drive forward change as an institutional entrepreneur, above 
n32, p659. 
89 7KHLQIOXHQFHRIµFRPPHUFLDOLVHGSURIHVVLRQDOLVP¶H[WHQGVWRRWKHUVXE-fields (A Francis At the Edge of Law: 
Emergent and Divergent Models of Legal Professionalism (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011) p38 
90 G Hanlon, Lawyers, the state and the market: Professionalism revisited (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999) 
91 07KRUQWRQµ:RUNOLIHRUZRUNZRUN"&RUSRUDWHOHJDOSUDFWLFHLQWKHWZHQW\-ILUVWFHQWXU\¶
International Journal of the Legal Profession 13, pp18-22 
92 See S Vaughan and E Oakley (2016) µ*RULOODH[FHSWLRQV¶DQGWKHHWKLFDOO\DSDWKHWLFFRUSRUDWHODZ\HU¶ (2016) 
19 Legal Ethics 50 for a discussion of the centrality of client wishes to contemporary legal practice.  
93 R &ROOLHUµ:HOOEHLQJLQWKH/HJDO3URIHVVLRQ5HIOHFWLRQVRQ5HFHQW'HYHORSPHQWVRUZKDWGRZHWDONDERXW
ZKHQZHWDONDERXWZHOOEHLQJ"¶International Journal of the Legal Profession 41, p50 and Thornton 
above n109, p34 
94 For similar findings from an earlier study of younger lawyers, see Boon above n10, p245. See also E Oakley 
and S Vaughan (2019) 'In Dependence: The Paradox of Professional Independence and Taking Seriously the 
Vulnerabilities of Lawyers in Large Corporate Law Firms' (2019) 46 JLS 83, discussing the relative 
vulnerabilities of lawyers in the face of all-powerful clients (p96).  
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«ZH¶YHJRW WR UHFRJQLVH WKDWZH¶UHD VHUYLFH LQGXVWU\«ZHDUH WKHUH WRDVVLVW WKH
FOLHQWVRLIWKHFOLHQWQHHGVDPHHWLQJRQD6DWXUGD\PRUQLQJVRPHWLPHV\RX¶UHJRLQJ
to have to do that. (Female, Solicitor, MG1) 
 
If [the demand] is from the client and you actually do want to perform well for them 
DQGUHWDLQWKHPWKHQ,WKLQN\RX«ORVHWUDFNRIWKHZRUNOLIHEDODQFHDQGJHWRQZLWK
the task in hand. (Female, Solicitor, MG2) 
 
Respondents recognised that contemporary legal practice led naturally to these work patterns, 
and stress and anxiety95 ZHUHDFFHSWHGDVWKHFRUHIDEULFRIWKHSURIHVVLRQµLW¶VHPSKDVLVHG
EHFDXVHZH¶UHLQDQDWXUDOO\VWUHVVIXOHQYLURQPHQWDQGRXUPDQDJHUVDUHSUREDEO\VWUHVVHGDV 
ZHOO¶ 0DOH 6ROLFLWRU MG2). To reject a long-hours culture and the accompanying stress 
ZRXOGEHµXQQDWXUDO¶ 
,I \RX DFNQRZOHGJH WKDW \RX¶UH QRW FRSLQJ ZLWK LW , WKLQN WKDW ZRXOG EH VHHQ DV D
PDVVLYH GRZQVLGH DQG DOPRVW OLNH«<RX¶UH QRW ODZ\HU PDWHULDO. (Female, Solicitor 
MG2) 
 
Competition and Comparison  
Competition is now, arguably, the defining discourse of the legal professional field.96 
Millennial lawyers recognise firms must take steps to secure and build business, develop 
VWUDWHJ\ HQJDJH LQ QHWZRUNLQJ EH UHVSRQVLYH WR FOLHQWV DQG VR RQ WR PDLQWDLQ WKH ILUP¶V
competiti     ve edge: 
                                               
95 ,GHQWLILHGDVDNH\LVVXHIDFLQJWKHSURIHVVLRQE\WKH-/'DERYHQZLWKµRIUHVSRQGHQWV
[experiencing] stress in their role in the last month with almost a quarter (24.8%) of those respondents 
H[SHULHQFLQJVHYHUHH[WUHPHOHYHOVRIVWUHVV¶S 
96 Sommerlad, et al above n1 
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Certainly in the departments I trained in training ZH¶UH REOLJHG WR JR WR HYHU\
networking event just to get to know the contacts and things which was good. (Female, 
Solicitor MG1) 
+RZHYHU MXVW DV+DQORQ LGHQWLILHV WKH µFXOW RI WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶ZLWKLQ FRPPHUFLDOLVHG OHJDO
professionalism97 and Sommerlad points to the individualisation of career responsibility,98 
there was a powerful sense of individual comparison with others.99 The lawyers were aware of 
being constantly judged, and readily compared themselves and others. Kelan et al suggest 
Millennials like to see co-workers as friends and to feel part of a community.100 Deloitte also 
IRXQG 0LOOHQQLDOV µDSSUHFLDWH ZRUNLQJ LQ D FROODERUDWLYH DQG FRQVHQVXDO HQYLURQPHQW¶101 
However, the paralegals102 in particular experienced difficulty in achieving a supportive and 
friendly working environment, finding themselves in a training contract Hunger Games.103 
,KDYHVHHQLWWXUQIULHQGVDJDLQVWHDFKRWKHU«<RXFDQ¶WUHDOO\JHWRYHULW2QFH\RX¶YH
UHDOLVHG WKDW VRPHRQH ZRXOG VWDE \RX LQ WKH EDFN \RX¶UH QRW JRLQJ WR JHW over it. 
(Female, Trainee MG2) 
 
You see what another paralegal is doing and think, I need to step my game up and it 
gets very competitive and people that you are friends with suddenly become enemies 
«\RXGRQ¶WWDONWRHDFKRWKHUDERXWZKDWRQHRUWKHRWKHU LVGRLQJEHFDXVH\RX¶UHDOO
going for that one job. (Female, Trainee MG1) 
                                               
97 Hanlon above n108, p142 
98 Sommerlad (2011) above  n93, p82-3  
99 As with Law students - see Bleasdale and Humphreys above n69, pp35-37 
100 Centre for Women in Business at London Business School (2014) The Reflexive Generation ± Young 
3URIHVVLRQDOV¶3HUVSHFWLYHVRQ:RUN&DUHHUDQG*HQGHU (http://www.citywomen.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/04/Generation-Y-Perspectives-on-Work.pdf at p4) 
101 Deloitte The 2017 Deloitte Millennial Survey: Apprehensive Millennials: seeking stability and opportunities 
in an uncertain world https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-
deloitte-Millennial-survey-2017-executive-summary.pdf at p17) 
102 In England and Wales, a large number are law or Legal Practice Course graduates performing routinised 
tasks while seeking training contracts or pupillages.  
103 The Hunger Games is a series of novels (and films) about a dystopian state within which children from 
GLIIHUHQW'LVWULFWVWDNHSDUWLQµ*DPHV¶± a fight to the death in which only one remains. 
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Not only does this contribute to stress and anxiety, it can drive up the long-hours culture: 
YRX¶UHQRWQHFHVVDULO\VHHLQJWKHRWKHUZRUNWKHSDUDOHJDOVDUHGRLQJEXW\RXGRNQRZ
if WKH\¶UHLQWKHRIILFHODWHUWKDQ\RXRUHDUOLHUWKDQ\RXVRWKDW¶VWKHRQO\ZD\\RXFDQ
really compete. (Female, Trainee MG1) 
 
Although the Partner and HR groups were clear about the distinction between career paralegals 
and the potential trainee paralegal µThe majority of our paralegals are« quasi-trainee level¶ 
(Male, HR), the tantalising possibility of a training contract, and the competition generated 
among paralegals, exacerbate the wider long-hours culture. The acts of comparison and ready 
reference to competition as a de facto dimension of contemporary legal professionalism 
appears a natural aspect of the professional identity of these Millennial lawyers. The socio-
historical context of their educational journey and professional career to date is consistent with 
these practice values.104 
 
Legal Professional Responsibility 
There was no evidence of Millennial lawyers challenging existing professional responsibility 
expectations associated with their role. In contrast to the ascribed characteristics of Millennials 
as lazy and disengaged from work,105 our participants strongly articulated traditional legal 
SURIHVVLRQDOYDOXHV7KH\ZHUH FOHDU WKH\ZHUHGRLQJ µDSURIHVVLRQDO MREZKHUH WKH\ZHUH
H[SHFWHGWRZRUNDERYHDQGEH\RQG¶0DOHSolicitor MG2), and valued their workplace culture 
± WKHµVLQJOHEHVWWKLQJDERXWWKHLUFXUUHQWHPSOR\HU¶DPRQJVXUYH\UHVSRQGHQWV106 
 
                                               
104 See Bleasdale and Humphreys above n69 on the pernicious comparisons which can happen within Law 
Schools, p31. 
105 Ipsos MORI above n66, p57 and p63 
106 See Fournier above n26, on the disciplining discourse of professionalism. 
20 
 
Undertaking the legal work itself was sufficient motivation for 78 per cent of respondents who 
indicated they became solicitors because of interesting work, rather than salary. There was 
evident pride in their professional qualification and a keen sense as to what those 
responsibilities meant. 
,WKLQNWKHRQHWKLQJ\RXFRXOGQHYHUH[SODLQWRVRPHRQHLVKRZ\RXIHHOZKHQ\RX¶YH
got a professLRQDOREOLJDWLRQRQ\RX«WKHZHLJKWRILWDQGIHHOLQJOLNHLWFDQEHWDNHQ
away from you. (Female, Solicitor MG2) 
Although not always a comfortable burden, it was one they readily assumed as part of the 
lawyer role. 
 
In order to secure their positions, these lawyers had excelled throughout their educational and 
professional careers. Combined with the pressures of practice, the disciplining discourse of 
legal professionalism107 and its expectation young lawyers deliver consistently high standards, 
irrespective of the personal cost in terms of well-being, appeared to be readily internalised ± in 
WKHZRUGVRIRQHVROLFLWRUµ,NQHZZKDW,ZDVVLJQLQJXSIRU¶0DOH6ROLFLWRU MG2). However, 
there was a clear sense of dissatisfaction with other elements of their working conditions.108  
 
DISSONANCE, DISMAY AND µ0,//(11,$/¶ VALUES 
7KH SUHFHGLQJ VHFWLRQ KLJKOLJKWV WKH 0LOOHQQLDO ODZ\HUV¶ DFFHSWDQFH RI WKH SURIHVVLRQ¶V
expectations. However, a parallel story of discomfort emerges: Millennials described 
significant barriers to change, as a result of the strength of the field expectations and their own 
relatively marginal position. Again, there were three key areas. 
 
                                               
107 Brown and Lewis above n27 
108 .)RVWHUµ'LVDIIHFWLRQULVLQJ"*HQHUDWLRQVDQGWKHSHUVRQDOFRQVHTXHQFHVRISDLGZRUNLQFRQWHPSRUDU\
&DQDGD¶ (2013) 61 Current Sociology 931, p939 
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Work-Life Balance: Towards a more flexible way of working  
Work-life balance is a recurrent problem within the legal profession109 and has been identified 
as a key concern amongst Millennials.110 Although HR Directors and Partners also expressed 
concern with WKLVEDODQFHµ,WKLQNLW¶VWKDWTXHVWLRQWKDWLI\RX¶YHJRWVRPXFK work that you 
are having to do those really long hours«WKDW¶VDERXWXQGHU-resourcing¶(Female, Partner)), 
the Millennial lawyers explicitly articulated values which challenged accepted ways of 
working. 
 
When respondents were asked what was the one thing their firm could do to improve their 
ZRUNOLIH EDODQFH WKH ODUJHVW VLQJOH UHVSRQVH ZDV µIOH[LEOH ZRUNLQJ¶ ± 35.2 per cent.111 
However, Partners and HR Directors were concerned about supervision and management 
practices: iW ZDV KHUH WKDW WKH \RXQJHU ODZ\HUV¶ desire to build their professional lives in 
different ways most starkly challenged expected ways of organising professional practice.  
The stuff that leaves the door from the law firm has to be as near as perfect in order to 
go out to the clients.  I think SHRSOHDUHVWLOOXVHGWRµMXVWVKRZLQJ\RXWKLV¶EHIRUHLW
goes out. (Male, HR) 
 
Younger lawyers referenced situations whereby any commitment to work-life balance and 
IOH[LEOH ZRUNLQJ RQ ILUPV¶ SDUW ZDV XQGHUPLQHG E\ WKH UHDOLWLHV RI FRQWHPSRUDU\ SUDFWLFH
including client demands. This was exacerbated for paralegals and trainees, given the absence 
of control they exercised over their work, and the (often) unspoken cultures creating 
expectations to work longer:112 
                                               
109 Thornton above n109, pp22-24; Collier above n111, p44 
110 Ipsos MORI above n66 
111 µ)OH[LEOHZRUNLQJSDWWHUQV¶ZDVWKHPRVWSUHIHUUHGµSHUN¶RUµZRUNSODFHEHQHILW¶DPRQJODZ\HUV6FRWW
Annual Salary Survey 2018 https://www.douglas-
scott.co.uk/storage/downloads/CWQh93HvwaFxTMEXjiCwy3mriGlAQHKlHHwckV7z.pdf) 
112 6HH&&DVH\µ³&RPHMRLQRXUIDPLO\´'LVFLSOLQHDQGLQWHJUDWLRQLQFRUSRUDWHRUJDQL]DWLRQDOFXOWXUH¶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,I\RXJHWDQHPDLODWR¶FORFNDWQLJKWDQGKDYHQ¶WSLFNHGLWXSDQGWKHQ\RXJHWLQDW
9 the next morning and someone says, µRKKDYH\RXQRW UHVSRQGHG¶ LW¶V OLNH µQR ,
KDYHQ¶WUHVSRQGHGDFWXDOO\¶$QGWKHQ\RXJHWFULWLFLVHGIRUWKDWDQG,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKDW¶V
right. (Female, Solicitor MG1) 
 
Although it is important to recognise that work-life balance should not necessarily be seen as 
a site of generational conflict,113 there was recognition that the younger lawyers, in particular, 
were at the vanguard of demands for change. Fundamentally, the key challenge appears to be 
conflict generated by efforts to achieve a work-life balance alongside the demands of 
contemporary legal practice. 
 
The Importance of Non-Lawyer Identity 
Although it was challenging to confront the demands of professional practice, it was important 
to many of the Millennial lawyers to hold on to things critical to their sense of self: 
)RUPHLW¶VYHU\LPSRUWDQWWREHDEOHWRIHHOOLNHVRPHWKLQJRWKHUWKDQDODZ\HU«,QHHG
to have another identity on my weekends. (Female, Trainee MG2) 
 
,¶YH MXVW FRPH IURP &RUSRUDWH DQG , WKLQN , GLG ORVH P\ LQGLYLGXDOLW\« constantly 
FKHFNLQJP\SKRQHFKHFNLQJIRUHPDLOVVWUHVVLQJDERXWGHDGOLQHVDQGVWUHVVLQJLI,¶G
GRQHLWSURSHUO\,VWRSSHGGRLQJWKLQJVLQDQHYHQLQJEHFDXVH,WKRXJKWµ,FDQ¶WEH
WKDWIODN\SHUVRQZKRDOZD\VFDQFHOVRQHYHU\RQH¶«I definitely lost sight of who I was. 
(Female Trainee MG2) 
                                               
52 Human Relations IRUDGLVFXVVLRQRIH[SHFWDWLRQVRIµFRQWUROOHGFRPSOLDQWDQGSURGXFWLYHHPSOR\HHV¶
(p174), regardless of workplace changes  
113 Jacobowitz, Lachter, and Morello above n2, p27 
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Nevertheless, participants expressed a powerful commitment to their work, profession and 
clients and there was a strong desire to do well on a personal level and for their firm.  
If [pressure comes] from the client and you actually do want to perform well for them 
and retain them, then I think you kind of lose track of the work/life balance and you 
just get on with the task at hand (Male, Solicitor MG2) 
 
Moreover, most Millennial focus group participants did aspire to partnership. However, there 
is not an all-consuming need to be a lawyer, or to hang their entire identity on that particular 
label. 
7KDWSUHVVXUHRIµ,ZDQWWREHDODZ\HU¶DQG,ZDQWWRJRWRDSDUW\DQGVD\µ+H\,¶P
DODZ\HU¶- ,GRQ¶WUHDOO\WKLQNpeople give a shit about that anymore. (Male, Solicitor 
MG2) 
 
,FRPHLQHYHU\GD\«6RPHELWV,UHDOO\OLNHDQGVRPHELWV,KDWHEXWLVQ¶WWKDWWKH
VDPHZLWKHYHU\WKLQJ",WGRHVQ¶WUHDOO\PDWWHUZKDW\RXGR<RX¶OODOZD\VKDWHLWLQWKH
HQGEXW\RX¶YHJot to do it. (Female, Solicitor MG2) 
 
Relational Attributes, Emotion and the desire for a new approach to Law firm 
management 
Discourses of law and legal practice traditionally exclude emotion.114  However, a growing 
body of literature draws attention to this oversight, for example in work on legal ethics,115 and 
the complex emotional labour undertaken in practice.116 Oakley and Vaughan, for example, 
                                               
114 &:HVWDE\DQG(-RQHVµ(PSDWK\DQHVVHQWLDOHOHPHQWRIOHJDOSUDFWLFHRUµQHYHUWKHWZDLQVKDOO
PHHW¶" (2017) 25 International Journal of the Legal Profession 107, p108  
115 $:RROOH\DQG:%UDGOH\µ/HJDO ethics and moral FKDUDFWHU¶Georgetown Journal of Legal 
Ethics, 1065, p.1066. 
116 J Kadowaki µ0DLQWDLQLQJSURIHVVLRQDOLVPHPRWLRQDOODERUDPRQJODZ\HUVDVFOient advisors, (2015) 22 
International Journal of the Legal Profession, 323 
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contrast the archetypal individualistic, rational view of a lawyer assumed by regulators, with 
the reality of the µUHODWLRQDODQGVLWXDWLRQDOYXOQHUDELOLWLHVRIFRUSRUDWHODZ\HUV¶117 Similarly, 
emotion framed how Millennials in our sample expressed their views about legal practice to a 
significant extent. They expressed their observations in terms of µIHHOLQJV¶IDUPRUHVRWKDQ
Partners or HR Directors, and used emotional words to describe their experiences. Many of 
these were OLQNHGWRVWUHVVIRUH[DPSOHWKHXVHRIIDOVHGHDGOLQHVµFDXVLQJFKDRVLQP\PLQG¶
or describing the daily battle to achieve work/life balance as an ongoing tally as to whether 
WKH\ZHUHµZLQQLQJRUORVLQJ¶+RZHYHUWKHPRVWFRPPRQHPRWLRQUHSRUWHGZDVRQHRIJXLOW, 
which further constrains their capacity to effect change: 
II\RX¶YHJRW«DQDVVRFLDWHRUDSDUWQHU WKDWVWD\VDOO hours sometimes you can feel 
guilty OHDYLQJZKHQQRERG\HOVHKDVOLNH\RX¶YHJRWWRPDNHH[FXVH µRK,¶PJRLQJ
EHFDXVH,¶PJRLQJWRWKLV.¶(Female, TraineeMG1) 
 
You end up feeling guilty [about raising workload and stress issues] because you know 
everyone is in the same boat. (Male, SolicitorMG2) 
7KXVZHVHHFRPSOH[LW\LQWKH0LOOHQQLDOODZ\HUV¶H[SHFWDWLRQVRISUDFWLFH7KH\DUHVWURQJO\
acculturated to the idea the job will be stressful, and yet the positive expectations of what being 
a lawyer entails (such as status, income and job satisfaction) which spurred them on through 
HGXFDWLRQGHEWDQGXQFHUWDLQUHFUXLWPHQWSURFHVVHVKDYHQRWEHHQPHW7KLVµSV\FKRORJLFDO
YLRODWLRQ¶118  adds to their stress and causes many to question their longer-term future in the 
profession. 
 
                                               
117 Oakley and Vaughan above n112, p109. 
118 See also *6XWWRQDQG0*ULIILQµ,QWHJUDWLQJH[SHFWDWLRQVH[SHULHQFHVDQGSV\FKRORJLFDOFRQWUDFW
YLRODWLRQV$ORQJLWXGLQDOVWXG\RIQHZSURIHVVLRQDOV¶Journal of Occupational and Organizational 
Psychology 493 
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These Millennials were explicit in their desire for a different kind of organisational culture. 
There was some evidence firms were making changes. For example, 80 per cent of survey 
respondents were positive about support offered for career development and participants cited 
examples of being able to ask colleagues for ad-hoc advice within open plan offices, or of 
regular meetings with mentors or line managers.  However, the prevalent narrative was their 
struggle to challenge the culture of individualised responsibility for career development, with 
µZHHNVJRLQJE\ZLWKRXWIHHGEDFN¶IURPVXSHUYLVRUV7KLVH[SHFWHGZD\RIGHYHORSLQJOHJDO
careers was rejected by Millennial lawyers (and HR Directors). It was identified as a particular 
concern at the point of qualification as a solicitor; survey respondents who were 0-2 years PQE 
were disproportionately more likely to indicate the worst thing about their work and their firm 
was the lack of support. This appears to suggest an extended process of liminality ± despite 
TXDOLILFDWLRQWKH\GRQRW\HWIHHODµSURSHU¶ODZ\HUDQGDVOLPLQDORUJDQLVDWLRQDOVXEMHFWVDUH
socially invisible to formal structures of support and guidance.119 An important generational 
FRQWH[WLVWKDW0LOOHQQLDOV¶OHDUQLQJWKURXJKVFKRRODQGXQLYHUVLW\KDVQRWEHHQWKHDSSUHQWLFH
model of learning by osmosis, but of clear learning objectives and feedback to support their 
development.120 They were uncomfortable with the organisational and regulatory expectations 
of individualised responsibility for continuing personal development.121 Millennial lawyers 
were also clear in their challenge to longstanding professional practices which cloud 
progression and promotion requirements in ambiguity,122 and place responsibility squarely on 
the individual.123  
                                               
119 See also Beech, above n77, 287. 
120 +7RUUDQFHµ$VVHVVPHQW as learning? How the use of explicit learning objectives, assessment criteria and 
IHHGEDFNLQSRVWဨVHFRQGDU\HGXFDWLRQDQGWUDLQLQJFDQFRPHWRGRPLQDWHOHDUQLQJ¶ 14 Assessment in 
Education: Principles, Policy & Practice 281, p282 
121 See https://sra.org.uk/solicitors/cpd/tool-kit/continuing-competence-toolkit.page on individual responsibility 
to ensure continuing competence. 
122 Processes that have, for example, contributed to the difficulties women solicitors have faced in securing 
progression (Sommerlad (2016) above n93, p64) 
123 =%DXPDQµ&KDVLQJ(OXVLYH6RFLHW\¶International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society 123, 
p129. 
26 
 
 
An organisational practice which Millennial lawyers found to be particularly de-valuing, a 
cause of stress and a challenge to their professional autonomy ZDVWKHXVHRIµIDNHGHDGOLQHV¶  
,¶YHVHHQWKHRWKHUVLGHRILWZKHUHDUWLILFLDOGHDGOLQHVDUHVHWDQG\RX¶UHMXVWVDWWKHUH
WKLQNLQJ µ7KLV GRHVQ¶W QHHG WR EH GRQH :K\ DUH \RX GRLQJ LW"¶  $ FROOHDJXH RI
mine«KH¶VLQWKHOLIWZLWKFROOHDJXHVDQGRne of them turned to the other and he said, 
µ7KHGHDGOLQHKDVSXVKHGXQWLOQH[W)ULGD\:KDWGR\RXWKLQN"¶+HVDLGµ:HOOZH¶OO
VWLOOJHWWKHWHDPLQRYHUWKHZHHNHQG,W¶VJRRGWRNHHSWKHPZRUNLQJ¶ (Male, Solicitor 
MG2) 
0LOOHQQLDOV DOVR UHSRUWHG XQV\PSDWKHWLF UHVSRQVHV WR VWUHVV IUDPHG DV µP\ SRRU WLPH-
PDQDJHPHQW¶ DQG RXWUDJHRXV H[DPSOHV RI VH[LVW EHKDYLRXU LQFOXGLQJ QHWZRUNLQJ
opportunities given on the basis of skirt length or assumptions of pregnancy. All were able to 
point to management behaviour which they saw as in conflict to how legal professional practice 
should develop. One interviewee summarised it as: 
the older approaches to the management of junior staff is just no longer acceptable.  I 
think that spans eveU\WKLQJDQGWKHZD\,ZRXOGVXPPDULVHLWLVµ-XVWGRQ¶WEHDGLFN
to people. Just be nice.¶0DOH6ROLFLWRU MG2) 
 
Many of the expectations of contemporary legal practice are articulated only informally. 
Millennial lawyers are attempting to push back from some of these, but the disciplining 
discourses of professionalism are generating feelings of stress, discomfort and guilt. The next 
VHFWLRQDUJXHVDNH\H[SODQDWLRQIRU WKH0LOOHQQLDO ODZ\HUV¶GHVLUH IRUFKDQJH LV WKHVRFLR-
historical context within which their expectations of practice are developed and then betrayed.  
 
MILLENNIAL EXPECTATIONS AND THE REALITIES OF PRACTICE 
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7KHH[SHFWDWLRQV\RXQJSHRSOHKDYHDERXWWKHLUFDUHHUVFDQKHOSFRQVWUXFWWKHLUµSRVVLEOHVHOI¶
µLQGLYLGXDOV¶LGHDVDERXWZKDWWKH\PLght become, what they would like to become and what 
WKH\DUHDIUDLGRIEHFRPLQJ¶124 7KLVFDQEHDQLPSRUWDQWUHVRXUFHIRUVWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQIRU
undertaking necessary steps to strengthen their employability.125 Within a highly competitive 
legal recruitment market and a challenging HE, housing and employment context,126 Millennial 
lawyers have had to draw on considerable psychological and financial resources to sustain them 
in pursuit of career goals. Their expectations of what practice will actually be like and the 
ILQDQFLDOUHZDUGVDQGOLIHVW\OHWKH\ZLOOHQMR\DUHGLPHQVLRQVRIWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIDµSRVVLEOH
VHOI¶ WKDW FDQ EH D PRWLYDWLQJ UHVRXUFH GXULQJ WKHVH FKDOOHQJHV Powerful socialisation 
processes reinforce messages about normative legal professional identity and professional and 
organisational values are transmitted through networking events,127 social networks,128 
recruitment brochures129 and work experience.130  
 
Without longitudinal data, we do not know what expectations were held by our cohort at 
different stages of their education and training. Other studies indicate that the accuracy of law 
VWXGHQWV¶ H[SHFWDWLRQV DUH IUDPHG E\ FODVV131 and trade press perceptions of Millennials 
                                               
124 +0DUNXVDQG31XULXVµ3RVVLEOH6HOYHV¶American Psychologist 954, p954 
125 -6WHYHQVRQDQG6&OHJJµ3RVVLEOHVHOYHVVWXGHQWVRULHQWDWLQJWKHPVHOYHVWRZDUGVWKHIXWXUHWKURXJK
H[WUDFXUULFXODUDFWLYLW\¶ British Educational Research J. 231, p232 
126 5&RVVOHWWµµ,KDYHVOHHSOHVVQLJKWV¶WKHORRPLQJPHQWDOKHDOWKFULVLVIDFLQJJHQHUDWLRQUHQW¶The Guardian 
(9th May 2018) https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/may/09/mental-health-crisis-generation-rent-
Millennials-own-home-wellbeing   
127 '0DQGHUVRQDQG67XUQHUµ&RIIHH+RXVHHabitus DQG3HUIRUPDQFH$PRQJ/DZ6WXGHQWV¶Law 
and Social Inquiry 649, p657-660 
128 $)UDQFLVDQG+6RPPHUODGµ$FFHVVWROHJDOZRUNH[SHULHQFHDQGLWVUROHLQWKHUHSURGXFWLRQRIOHJDO
SURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\¶International Journal of the Legal Profession 63, p79 
129 5&ROOLHUµ³%H6PDUW%H6XFFHVVIXO%H <RXUVHOI´"5HSUHVHQWDWLRQVRIWKH7UDLQLQJ&RQWUDFWDQGWKH
7UDLQHH6ROLFLWRULQ$GYHUWLVLQJE\/DUJH/DZ)LUPV¶International Journal of the Legal Profession 
ZKHUHWKHPHVVDJHRIµZRUNKDUGSOD\KDUG¶LVGLVFXVVHGDVDIRFXVZLWKLQVXFKEUochures (p65) 
130 7*LQVEXUJDQG-:ROIµ7KH0DUNHWIRU(OLWH/DZ)LUP$VVRFLDWHV¶Florida State Law Review 
909, p930; and A )UDQFLVµ/HJDO(GXFDWLRQ6RFLDO0RELOLW\DQG(PSOR\DELOLW\3RVVLEOH6HOYHV&XUULFXOXP
Intervention and the role of LegaO:RUN([SHULHQFH¶Journal of Law and Society 173  
131 +6RPPHUODGµ³:KDWDUH\RXGRLQJKHUH"<RXVKRXOGEHZRUNLQJLQDKDLUVDORQRUVRPHWKLQJ´RXWVLGHU
VWDWXVDQGSURIHVVLRQDOVRFLDOL]DWLRQLQWKHVROLFLWRUV¶SURIHVVLRQ¶>@Web J. of Current Legal Issues 
<http://webjcli.ncl.ac.uk/2008/issue2/sommerlad2.html> 
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indicate unrealistic expectations about the workplace.132 In this study, Millennial lawyers 
claimed they had held reasonably well-informed expectations of practice and the Partners and 
HR Directors were adamant applicants who demonstrated unrealistic expectations would not 
have successfully navigated the recruitment process.133 However, we argue there is significant 
evidence the Millennial lawyers felt their possible self (and the expectations which informed 
LWKDGEHHQEHWUD\HG7KLV µSV\FKRORJLFDO YLRODWLRQ¶134  leads to stress, anxiety, periods of 
absence and, for many, contemplation of departure. This dissonance was acute in respect of the 
autonomy expected and experienced, salary, working cultures, work-life balance and quality 
of work. These tensions were experienced most profoundly by paralegals. Not only had their 
expectations of legal practice had not been met, their day to day motivations were further 
undermined by expectations of precarious professional futures. 
 
Although support was valued by the Millennials, perhaps unsurprisingly given its centrality to 
the core narrative of professionalism,135 they held strong expectations of professional 
autonomy. Moreover, firms were explicit about their desire for younger lawyers to take greater 
responsibility, for example in networking opportunities, working independently and 
instinctively understanding professional expectations. However, expectations of autonomy 
were not met in practice.136   The inability to control individual schedules of work on any given 
day was a source of stress for many participants: 
                                               
132 HR Directors/Partners also expressed the view that private provider law schools were admitting too many 
students with unrealistic expectations.  
133 See also Francis above n107, pp184-5   
134 Sutton and Griffin above n148  
135 L Cennamo DQG'*DUGQHUµ*HQHUDWLRQDO'LIIHUHQFHVLQZRUNYDOXHVRXWFRPHVDQGSHUVRQ-
RUJDQLVDWLRQYDOXHVILW¶Journal of Managerial Psychology 891, suggest Millennials value their 
autonomy even more than previous generations. 
136 Boon similarly found autonomy and control were of critical importance to earlier cohorts of younger lawyers 
above n10, p252, which appears to indicate the durability of the discourse, if not its reality. 
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YRX¶YHJRWDWDVNOLVW\RXNQRZ\RXUGHDGOLQH\RXFDQPDQDJHLWEXWWKHQDSDUWQHU
ZLOO FRPH WR\RXDQGVD\ µRKKDYH \RXGRQH WKDW\HW"¶«µQREHFDXVH \RXVDLG WKH
GHDGOLQH¶VQH[WZHHN¶µRKQR, QHHGLWQRZ¶«,KDGDSODQ,NQHZZKDW,ZDVGRLQJ
DQGQRZ,¶YHMXVWWKURZQLWDOORXWRIWKHZLQGRZ«LW¶VMXVWZKHQVRPHERG\HOVHPHVVHV
up my time and my organisation that annoys me and stresses me out. (Female, Trainee 
MG1) 
There was a desire for control, but they were frequently unable to maintain workplace 
autonomy and, as a consequence, control the balance between their personal and working lives. 
Furthermore, their time was seemingly not valued by those more senior. 
 
Salary concerns also highlight the gap between expectations and reality for the Millennial 
lawyers, particularly for paralegals. The paralegal is already working in a role they did not 
envisage themselves undertaking when they began studying.137 There is also considerable lack 
of clarity about the nature of this liminal role, and about their position in times of economic 
downturn. Being the lowest in a clearly understood hierarchy was keenly felt: 
,WZDVDPXFKOHVVVHFXUHMREDVDSDUDOHJDO«\RXfeel like the axe is always there so to 
VSHDN«\RX¶UHWKHPRVWMXQLRU\RX¶UHWKHPRVWH[SHQGDEOH. (Female, Trainee MG2) 
These heightened pressures are compounded by low salary. Paralegals were the most likely 
survey respondents to say their salary was the worst thing about their firm, and this was a 
recurring theme within the focus groups:  
A lot of people are having to put time in as paralegals before they become trainees, 
\RX¶UHUHDOO\NLQGRISXWWLQJSHRSOH¶V OLYHVRQKROG <RXFDQ¶WJHWDPRUWJDJHRQD 
SDUDOHJDO¶VVDODU\VRWKHQ\RX¶UHNLQGRIVWXFNRQ«ORZVDODU\KLJKH[SHQGLWXUH«\RX
                                               
137 M Hardee (2014) Career Expectations of Students on Qualifying Law Degrees in England and Wales 
(https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/resources/hardee_interimreport_2014final.pdf) p13 
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ZRXOGQRWEHDEOHWRDIIRUGOLYLQJRQ\RXURZQRUHYHQOLYLQJLQDKRXVHVKDUH\RX¶G
have to live with your parents. (Female, Trainee MG1) 
Even once qualified, the Millennials compared their earnings to those of peers in other 
professions negatively:   
, WKLQN LW¶V WKH H[SHFWDWLRQ WKDW \RX ZLOO JHW QRW D ORW EXW PRUH WKDQ ZKDW \RX
get...because it can be a really slow process to actually qualify138 \RX¶UHDIXOO\JURZQ
up SHUVRQZLWKDVDODU\RIOLNHDOPRVWDVWXGHQW«\RXZDQWWR«get married or get a 
KRXVHDQG\RXUVDODU\\RXFDQ¶WHYHQLPDJLQHWRGRWKLVVWXII$QGWKHQ\RXVHHRWKHU
SHRSOHIURPGLIIHUHQWSURIHVVLRQV«ZKRFDQDIIRUGDOO WKLVVWXIIEHFDXVH WKH\DUHRQ
PRUHGHFHQWVDODULHVEHFDXVH WKH\GLGQ¶WKDYH WRZDLW WHQ\HDUVXQWil they qualified. 
(Female, Trainee MG1) 
 
The comparisons across professions ± and the length of time taken to reach certain salary levels 
± is understandable in the context of the financial challenges facing Millennials.139 It takes 
longer to qualify, on lower salaries, following an extended investment in higher and 
professional education, which clashes with expectations of law as a high status and well-
remunerated profession. Their salary levels are not felt to compensate for this gap between 
expectations and the reality of organisational and professional cultures.  
 
The younger lawyers occupy a field position that makes confronting the disappointment of 
unmet expectations challenging. This discomfort can be a source of stress, anxiety and 
departure. Startlingly, nearly 60 per cent of survey respondents had considered leaving the 
                                               
138 In July 2018, the mean age of men with practising certificates was 46.0; of women 40.5. The average age of 
solicitors admitted to the roll in 2017-18 was 29.2 for women; 29.6 for men (The Law Society Trends in the 
6ROLFLWRUV¶3URIHVVLRQ$QQXDO6WDWLVWLFV5HSRUWp.14 and 40)  
139 Millennials typically earn £8000 less during their 20s than the previous generation did at the same age. 
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/stagnation-generation-the-case-for-renewing-the-
intergenerational-contract/ 
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profession,140 but many felt trapped by their LQYHVWPHQW7KHSURIHVVLRQGLGQ¶WJHQHUDWH WKH
promised interesting work (a key motivation for the respondents joining the profession), and 
this was not balanced by benefits in terms of salary and work-life balance:141  
It would have amounted to a personal failure if I had ducked out after having put so 
much time, money and energy into becoming a Solicitor. Having qualified, the work is 
still dull, there is far too much pressure piled onto Solicitors, there is an unwritten rule 
that we work past our official ILQLVK WLPHV RQ D GDLO\ EDVLV«:H JHW DEXVH IURP
clients«I think about quitting on a near daily basis, but still struggle with leaving it 
entirely after the huge sacrifices that were made to get here.  (Female Solicitor, 2-5 
years PQE, 26-30) 
 
In addition to those considering leaving the profession, to reiterate, there were also reports of 
anxiety and stress.142 As discussed above, stress is accepted as a routine part of the profession.  
However, a further dimension of stress for younger lawyers can be characterised as this gap 
between the images presented to them of the profession,143 and the reality of their experiences. 
,WKLQNLURQLFDOO\WKHKRXUVDUHQ¶WDVEDGDVZKDW,H[SHFWHGWKHPWREHEXWWKHVWUHVV
LVZRUVH7KHUH¶VWKDWSURIHVVLRQDOH[SHFWDWLRQ the self-expectation that most of the 
WLPH \RX ZDQW WR GR D JRRG MRE DQG WKLV LV WKH NLQG RI ZRUN \RX¶UH JRLQJ LQWR
2EYLRXVO\DWWKHHQGRIWKHGD\\RXZDQWWRNHHS\RXUMREDVZHOOVR\RXGRQ¶WZDQW
to be putting a decimal point in the wrong place wKHQ \RX¶UH VHQGLQJ \RXU %$&6
payment off. (Male, Solicitor MG2) 
                                               
140 )RUVLPLODUILQGLQJVVHH-6WXUJHVDQG'*XHVWµ'RQ
WOHDYHPHWKLVZD\$TXDOLWDWLYHVWXG\RILQIOXHQFHV
on the organisationaOFRPPLWPHQWDQGWXUQRYHULQWHQWLRQVRIJUDGXDWHVHDUO\LQWKHLUFDUHHU¶British 
Journal of Guidance and Counselling 447, and Boon above n10, p249 
141 Sturges and Guest Ibid, pp459-60 highlight the relationship between expectations and staff turnover 
142 A finding mirrored by legal mental health charity, LawCare https://www.lawcare.org.uk/news/calls-to-
lawyer-helpline-about-bullying-and-harassment-increase. 
143 Collier above n159 
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The effects of stress included physical effects culminating in periods of absence from work:   
7KHKHDGDFKHVFDQEHPRUHUHJXODU<RXFDQKDYHQHUYHVLI\RXNQRZWKHUH¶VDELJ
deadline coming XSDQG\RXKDYHQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\PDQDJHG\RXUWLPHSHUIHFWO\WKDWZHHN
and you need to get this in by tomorrow.  I can feel quite sick from time to time.  It can 
be quite physical and not just worry. (Male, Solicitor MG2) 
 
The Millennial sample was not work-shy, ill-informed or lazy. Rather, the expectations of 
professional practice have been framed by the socio-educational context in which their 
preparation for legal professional practice has been forged. They understand the profession will 
be high-pressure and stress a core part of it. However, they have faced contradictory messages 
throughout their education and formative engagements with the profession. On the one hand, 
autonomy, responsibility and a well-regarded, highly remunerated professional career are held 
out to them.144 Yet, their experiences of limited autonomy in working life, as well as delayed 
personal and financial security, FRQWUDGLFWWKHVHH[SHFWDWLRQV7KLVµSV\FKRORgical YLRODWLRQ¶145 
undermines their continuing commitment to the profession, and frames their willingness to 
challenge organisational and professional norms, in particular, in relation to work-life balance 
and management practices.  
 
TALKING ABOUT GENERATION: STRUCTURE, AGENCY AND CHANGE  
In contrast to the popular view of Millennials as being out of step with the mainstream, there 
were strong commonalities across the different groups in our study around, for example, the 
importance of work-life balance. There were some differences in recognising the 
precariousness of paralegals and the importance attached to that role by desperate prospective 
                                               
144 Ibid, pp64-65 
145 Sutton and Griffin above n148 
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solicitors. Younger women were also much more willing to provide examples of the ways 
women lawyers experienced gendered disadvantage, notwithstanding the headline progress.146 
Overall, however, there was common ground both within our focus groups and field-level 
norms; for example regarding the appropriate expectations to place on lawyers, how the 
demands of clients ought to be responded to, DQG WKH IHDWXUHV RI D µJRRG¶ ZRUNSODFH
environment.147 
 
Notwithstanding this, we argue generations matter in understanding organisational change and 
FRQWHPSRUDU\ OHJDOSUDFWLFH)RVWHU DUJXHV µJHQHUDWLRQ¶ LV DNH\FRQVWUXFW LQ µZRUNLQJ OLIH¶
stories in two ways; as an axis of difference ± µWKHHQWLWOHG\RXQJHUJHQHUDWLRQHWF¶DQGDVD
socio-historical dynamic.148 Thus, although we identified few actual differences between the      
Millennial lawyers sampled, and those in our partner and HR groups, WKHLGHDRIµJHQHUDWLRQ¶
is still invoked and can perpetuate existing structures,149 as well as OHJLWLPLVH WKHVSHDNHUV¶
position in relation to these structures.150 
 
7KHµ0LOOHQQLDO¶WKHPHZDVLQWURGXFHGLQWKHFDOO for participants.151 Crucially, however, the 
label was invoked differentially by participants. Members of the non-Millennial groups (HR 
Directors and Partners) were much more likely to use the term than the Millennials themselves. 
This was frequently (although not uniformly) done negatively; including a lack of 
                                               
146 1:RUWKµ)HHOLQJSUHFDULRXV0LOOHQQLDOZRPHQDQGZRUN¶ (2016) 34 Environment and Planning D: Society 
and Space 601, p605 
147 For similar findings among accountants see T Fogarty, A ReinsteinDQG5+HDWKµ³$UH7RGD\
V<RXQJ
$FFRXQWDQWV'LIIHUHQW"´$Q,QWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO&RPSDULVRQRI7KUHH3V\FKRORJLFDO$WWULEXWHV¶
Accounting Horizons 83  
148 Foster above n56, p206-211. 
149 It should be noted some of those in management welcomed the opportunity to consider different models of 
working.  
150 Many thanks to Hilary Sommerlad for discussion of this point.  
151 In WKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶DGYHUWZHPDGHLWFOHDUZHZHUHQRWXQ-questioningly using the term, but recognised its 
currency within the trade press. 
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organisational loyalty,152 requiring instant gratification, and generally less robust in taking 
criticism.153 One 3DUWQHU¶VH[DPSOHexemplifies common refrains: 
,KDGRQHJX\«KHGLGDEORJIRUXVDEVROutely atrocious, called him in, told him to 
JREDFNDQGGRLWDJDLQ+HVDLGµ,¶PQRWGRLQJLWDJDLQ¶«DQG,ZDVVRUWRIVLWWLQJ
there absolutely flabbergasted thinking this is an opportunity for you to learn. (Male, 
Partner) 
What was striking was that tKHROGHUJURXSVH[SOLFLWO\LGHQWLILHG\RXQJHUODZ\HUVDVµWKHRWKHU¶
and were prepared to ascribe characteristics to them on the basis of generational membership. 
There were frequent references to DQµRWKHULQJ¶ µWKH\¶DQGµWKHP¶154 There have, of course, 
DOZD\V EHHQ FRQFHUQV DERXW WKH µQH[W JHQHUDWLRQ¶ RU WKH µ\RXWK RI WRGD\¶155 However, 
Millennials appear to be particularly negatively tarred with a wide range of derogatory 
characteristics.  
 
When Millennials in our sample were described negatively - often with the most extreme 
DQHFGRWHVLQYRNHGWRVXSSRUWDVVHUWLRQVDERXWµZLGHVSUHDG¶SDWWHUQVRIEHKDYLRXUµsome of the 
WKLQJVWKDW\RXKHDU\RX¶UHDVWRXQGHGE\ )RUH[DPSOHULQJLQJXSZKHQLW¶VVQRZLQJDQG
VD\LQJµ,FDQ¶WFRPHWRZRUNWRGD\EHFDXVH,¶YHQRWJRWVXLWDEOHVKRHV¶+5IHPDOH  - this 
discursively frames Millennials, and their concerns, as lacking rationality / standing to 
challenge accepted professional norms. The Millennials themselves sarcastically repeated 
FRPPHQWVWKH\KDGKHDUGPDGHDERXWWKHLUJHQHUDWLRQµ,DPDPLOOHQQLDO,¶PJRLQJWRJRRXW
DQG JHW GUXQN DQG WKHQ JR WR ZRUN GUXQN¶ (Female, Solicitor MG2).  This discourse 
                                               
152 There are VRPHOLPLWHGGLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQ*HQ;HUVDQG0LOOHQQLDOVµLQGLFDWLQJWKDWWKH\RXQJHU
JHQHUDWLRQVZHUHPRUHLQFOXGHGWROHDYHWKHLURUJDQL]DWLRQWKDQWKHROGHUJHQHUDWLRQ¶&RVWDQ]DDERYHQ57, 
p382).  
153 Foster above n56 
154 See M Pickering Stereotyping: The politics of representation. (New York: Palgrave, 2001) 
155 S Cohen Mods and Rockers (London: Routledge: first pub, 1971); S Fineman Organizing Age (Oxford: 
OUP, 2011), p41 
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marginalises any challenge to the norm that is presented as emerging solely from the younger 
generation as similarly irrational and inconsequential and presents them as dislocated from 
mainstream concerns.156  
 
The generations captured in our study share many of the paradigmatic values of legal 
practice.157 In the case of the Millennial lawyers it is important to recognise this appeared to be 
H[SUHVVHGLQDQDWXUDO µWDNHQIRUJUDQWHG¶PDQQHU7KRVHDVSHFWV WKDWSUHVHQWHGWKHPVHOYHV
most clearly as H[DPSOHVRIWKH0LOOHQQLDOODZ\HUVµJRLQJZLWKWKHJUDLQ¶RI the expectations 
are, we would argue, some of the most dominant and expected field logics; for example, the 
centrality of the client in driving the business needs of the firm,158 and of traditionally framed 
professional responsibility.159 These field logics assumed dominance during the time of 
formative educational and professional engagements of these young lawyers and are perhaps 
less compromised by the gap between education/recruitment framed expectations and reality. 
They are too naturally part of the field logics for alternative values to be readily articulated, 
and remain unchallenged. 
 
7KHUHZHUHKRZHYHU H[DPSOHVRI WKH0LOOHQQLDOV¶ H[SHFWDWLRQVRISUDFWLFHQRWEHLQJPHW
which generated real distress. Rather than this being attributable to generational values, we 
suggest these practice demands not being internalised so instinctively may also be attributable 
to the socio-historical context framing the educational and job-seeking experiences of these 
lawyers. For example, in respect of the Millennial law\HUV¶GHPDQG IRU DGLIIHUHQWNLQGRI
                                               
156 Foster, above n56, p209 
157 We should also acknowledge the possibility of self-selectivity with lawyers identifying firms or practice 
settings close to their values. For a discussion of this with a small sample, see E Rowan and S Vaughan µ³)LWWLQJ
LQ´DQG³RSWLQJRXW´: exploring how law students self-select ODZILUPHPSOR\HUV¶ (2018) 21 The Law Teacher 
216 
158 Thornton above n109, p24 
159 Vaughan and Oakley above n110, pp64-65 
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work-OLIHEDODQFHWKHLUSDUHQWV¶FDUHHUVGHYHORSHGGXULQJWKHELUWKRIWKHKLJKO\FRUSRUDWLVHG
environment in the 1980s.160 A plausible hypothesis is that they do not wish for themselves (or 
their children) the work experiences of their parents ± µP\ZLIHDQG,GLVFXVVHGLWZRXOGZH
UHFRPPHQGRXUVRQEHFRPHDVROLFLWRU":HERWKVDLGQR¶0DOHSolicitor MG2). Similarly, 
the readiness with which practice concerns were framed in emotional terms and a desire for a 
relational approach to law firm management, might be linked to the increasing prominence of 
mental health and wellbeing in public discourse and within university support structures, allied 
with the immediacy of sharing emotional state through social media. 
 
In reflecting on the capacity of this new generation of lawyers to effect organisational and 
institutional change, we suggest it is easier to advocate values which run counter to established 
institutional logics, when those institutional logics are already less secure and open to 
challenge. Battilana argues agency in effecting organisational change is heavily dependent 
upon field location.161 The Millennial lawyers do not occupy a strong field location. They are 
necessarily at the bottom of the professional hierarchy, and many are in precarious positions as 
SDUDOHJDOVRU WUDLQHHV6HFRQGO\ WKHLUYXOQHUDELOLW\ LV UHLQIRUFHGE\ WKHVHQVH LW LVDEX\HUV¶
PDUNHWµLW¶VFKHDS ODERXUDQGWKDW¶VDOOLWLV7KH\FDQILOOLWEHFDXVHWKH\¶YHJRWSHRSOH
FRPLQJWKURXJKWKHRIILFHHYHU\\HDU¶7KLUGO\WKHLUVXERUGLQDWHILHOGSRVLWLRQLVUHLQIRUFHG
by the generational discourse,162 repeated by Partners and HR Directors in our sample, which 
SRVLWV0LOOHQQLDOVDVµHQWLWOHG¶µZRUN-VK\¶and µIODN\¶0RUHRYHUWKHUHDUHIDUPRUHZRPHQ
in the entry levels of the profession,163 and it was these younger women who, in our sample, 
reported particular challenges in terms of discriminatory and inappropriate behaviour, 
                                               
160 J Pencavel, Diminishing returns at work: the consequences of long working hours (Oxford: OUP, 2018). 
161 above n32, pp668-671 
162 Twenge above n42; see Ipsos MORI, above n66, for an account of the myths and realities of the Millennial 
generation. 
163 Aulakh et al above n89, p18 
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compounded by a lack of appropriately supportive role models.164 The field position of 
Millennial lawyers means their capacity to even articulate divergent professional values, let 
alone effect change, is severely compromised. Only those logics that are most closely linked 
to their unmet expectations, or those that may already be less secure appear likely to generate 
divergence.  
 
Collier suggests that where wellbeing concerns are taken on board by firms, they continue to 
align with the neoliberal imperatives of corporate practice.165 Perhaps what the socio-historical 
context reveals is that while those in marginal positions (such as junior lawyers) within the 
professional hierarchy struggle to challenge the expectations of the field, organisational and 
cultural change may take place when this aligns with the needs of the organisation/profession. 
Moreover, if the profession and/or organisation does make changes, then if it presents these as 
DUHVSRQVHWRWKHFRQFHUQVRIWKHµRWKHU¶Ln this case Millennials), it can reinforce the message 
the profession is responsive to changing social demands (even if in reality the fundamental 
norms and logics of the professional field remain relatively untouched). This suggests that 
although organisational and professional expectations may change over time, and successive 
generations within the field may shape these new structures,166 the emergent structures will 
reflect existing patterns of authority. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The socio-historical context which infoUPVRXUDQDO\VLVRILQGLYLGXDOV¶LQWHUDFWLRQZLWKWKHLU
organisational and professional cultures167 demonstrates that, in contrast to dominant tropes 
                                               
164 See further Worth above n177 
165 Collier above n111, p51 
166 Archer above n19, p71 
167 6HH06SDHWKDQG..RVPDODµ,GHQWLILFDWLRQ7KURXJK'LV-identification: A Life Course Perspective on 
3URIHVVLRQDO%HORQJLQJ¶Architectural Theory Review 216 for the use of a similar lens in discussions 
of the identity of female architects.  
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within the profession, Millennial lawyers do not appear to carry a wholesale set of attitudes 
and values that will transform practice. Rather, many of the prevailing professional logics are 
so well established, and the Millennial lawyers generally occupy such marginal field positions, 
that it appears difficult for them to challenge these structures. Nonetheless, real discomfort is 
experienced, not least because the expectations of professional life which have supported their 
difficult journeys through education and job-hunting have not been met. The ongoing liminality 
in many aspects of the roles they hold within legal practice generates further uncertainty and 
concern. This raises key challenges for legal education and the profession.  
 
Legal education has been asked to think carefully about its relationship with the profession by 
the SQE proposals. Irrespective of the choices Law Schools make, there will be a continuing 
need to ensure students have an informed understanding and realistic expectation about, what 
remains, the single largest sector in which our graduates seek careers. However, this requires 
careful WKRXJKW5HLFKUHIHUVWRODZVWXGHQWVZHDULQJDµVRFLDOPDVN¶DQGDFWLQJDVWKH\WKLQN
is expected of them.168 Universities could, for example, undertake further research to 
understand what expectations are communicated to students before and during their legal 
education. Bleasdale and Humphreys, for example, identify the potential difficulties when 
particular models of success are communicated to students.169 As legal educators we have a 
responsibility to communicate multiple pathways of success to our students, and to support 
them in developing self-care techniques.170 Greater use of collaborative working and 
assessment may also disrupt some of the individualisation of legal academic work seemingly 
connecting to approaches in practice. This paper has highlighted the power of the structuring 
                                               
168 S Reich µ&DOLIRUQLD3V\FKRORJLFDO,QYHQWRU\3URILOHRID6DPSOHRI)LUVW<HDU/DZ6WXGHQWV¶
Pyshcol. Rep. 871, FLWHGLQ6'DLFRIIµ/DZ\HU.QRZ7K\VHOI$5HYLHZRI(PSLULFDO5HVHDUFKRQ$WWRUQH\
Attributes Bearing on Professionalism¶ (1997) 46 American University Law Review 1337, pp1374-1375 
169 Bleasdale and Humphreys above n69, pp35-37 
170 Ibid, pp65-6 
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properties of the legal field: as legal educators we face a difficult balancing act in ensuring 
future lawyers are able to cope with field expectations,171 while not perpetuating those aspects 
of practice detrimental to health and well-being.  
 
There is a challenge for the profession too. There was significant unhappiness among the 
Millennial lawyers about many aspects of legal practice. There was particular concern about 
the µFOLII-HGJH¶QDWXUHRITXDOLILFDWLRQDQGWKHODFNRISRVW-qualification support, which should 
EHRIFRQFHUQWRWKH65$DQGILUPV7KHXQKDSSLQHVVZDVFRPSRXQGHGE\DQDUUDWLYHRIµEHLQJ
WUDSSHG¶6XFKZHUHWKHVDFULILFHVPDGHWKDWZKLOHH[LWKDGEHHQFRQWemplated, it was not a 
realistic option for most. This should further enhance the need to pay attention to mental health 
concerns within the profession.172 The prevailing sense is that many of these established logics 
are difficult to change (particularly by those occupying marginal field positions). However, the 
fact the Millennials drew on diverse examples of organisational cultures (including moving 
from workplaces with harmful cultures), suggests structural change does occur: individual 
firms can determine their own cultures and, in doing so, can potentially influence the culture 
of the wider industry. 
 
Paying close attention to the Millennial generation enables us to look at the context within 
which all lawyers practice. Legal educators and the profession need to continue these 
conversations including discussions about technological change, new delivery models and 
organisation forms, for the benefit of lawyers of all generations, and indeed the future health 
of the profession as a whole. 
 
                                               
171 See Krakauer and Chen above n5, p66 and p74-77 
172 https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/commentary-and-opinion/law-students-and-junior-lawyers-need-more-
support/5067873.article 
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